Objective
=========

To estimate the prevalence of multiple sclerosis (MS).

Background
==========

NI has been recognised to be an area of high risk for MS. The original study of Allison and Millar in 1951 found a prevalence of 41 per 100,000. Subsequent studies in 1951, 1961, 1986 and 1996 suggested prevalence rising serially - 57, 104 and 168.2 per 100,000.

Methods
=======

We surveyed the North-East of NI (population 160,446, area 2,030 km^2^). Sources of cases included the Northern Ireland Neurology Service records, general practitioners, hospital discharge coding, MS charities, MS specialist nurses and respite facilities. Cases complied with the Poser criteria or the McDonald criteria.

Results
=======

From a provisional list of 469 cases, 370 (123 males, 247 females) were identified with definite MS. The prevalence was 230.6 per 100,000 (95% CIs 207.0-255.4) with a significantly higher prevalence in females (300.8 / 100,000) than males (157.0 / 100,000). Mean age on prevalence day was 50.3 years (SD 14.0). Mean age at onset was 32.6 years (SD 10.5). Mean delay between onset and diagnosis was 4.6 years.

Conclusions
===========

NI continues to have a rising prevalence of MS. This may in part be due to improved case ascertainment, improved diagnostic techniques and improved awareness of MS.
